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Real art creates myths a society can
live instead of die by, and clearly our
society is in need of such myths. Such
myths are not merely hopeful fairy tales
but products of careful and disciplined
thought, that a properly built myth, in
other words, is worthy of belief, at least
tentatively, that working at art is a moral
act , that a work of art is a moral example ,
and that false art can be known for what it
is if one remembers the standards.
- John Gardner, Moral Fiction
I . INTRODUCTION
Although it was written over a year before this section,
the thesis proposal which appends this report still serves as
a good introduction to my ideas on myth in general , and in
particular to my way of thinking when I began this inquiry
into the photographic representation of myth. In exploring the
visual and artistic dimensions of myth, I found that my thoughts
and feelings on the subject changed vastly as the work progressed;
however, the end result of this process of exploration has led
me back to the beginnings of the work and allowed me, as T,S. Eliot
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put it, "to know the place for the first time." In a sense, then,
this thesis report serves as a kind of travelogue, describing a
journey which is not physical, but mental, internal, circular,
and perhaps spiritual.
Mythography is, of course, a made-up word. I chose it as the
the title of this thesis because it conveys the essential premise
of my work the attempt to integrate the concept of myth with
the medium of photography. Once again, I will state that myth in
this report does not refer to specific ancient religious beliefs,
cultural heroes, or fanciful stories; instead, I use it to signify
that which represents a fundamental feeling, belief, or truth
at least a potential belief or truth which can be understood
and perhaps appreciated by diverse members of our society. As
-2-
John Gardner has stated, a work of art can be understood as a
moral act if it affirms something that is (at least potentially)
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truthful about our existence, our condition, our hopes and fears.
This is my goal in Mythography .
II. BACKGROUND
I have been interested in myth for at least as long as I
have photography, and probably longer. As children, we live
in a world half-real and half- imaginary ; sometimes, children
have difficulty separating the two. Today, as we probe more
deeply into the mysteries of science and history, we cross at
some indefineable point the boundary between reality and myth,
and our elegant theories suddenly begin to resemble a journey
through the labyrinth. A good example of this are the current
attempts in physics to develop a unified-field theory, a
theory which can account for all five types of physical forces
which are observed to act in the known universe, as none have
yet been able to do. A quick look at work being done in this
area will demonstrate just how labyrinthine such theories can get.
I think it is important to recognize that myths are as
important to our society as science and history. I will not go
into great detail here about the functions of myth in society
(readers are referred to the thesis proposal in the appendix) ,
except to say that myth, like language, functions to give form
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and structure to certain aspects of our lives on more than a
merely superficial level; in doing so, it reinforces cultural ties,
and unifies diverse individuals into cohesive social groups.
Nor is my work the only attempt on the part of photography
to convey a mythic structure. On the contrary, the photographs
we see every day in newspapers, magazines, posters, and billboards
constitute a powerful mythos of their own. This is a world of
eternal youth and beauty, where nymphs and satyrs dressed in
the latest fashions from Paris and New York spend their carefree
hours cavorting in fountains, riding horses on the beach,
indulging in the endless, intoxicating eroticism of touch, taste,
sight, scent, and gesture. Although the total effect of these
advertisements is similar to that of Mythography, their intention
is different. In associating imaginary pleasures with a particular
object, the goal of the photograph is to induce people to buy
the product, and thus gain the key which allows them, as one
advertiser puts it, to "become a part of the fantasy-" The study
of these types of images and people's responses to them is probably
more within the realm of the cognitive psychologist and semiotician.
However, this is not to say that advertisements are false,
immoral, or ugly indeed, some of their imagery is strikingly
beautiful. It is simply that these photographs serve a goal which
is primarily pragmatic, and one which happens to be a cornerstone
of our consumer society: the buying and selling of products,
tangible or intangible. The difference between these images and
Mythography is that the latter images are not selling anything
but themselves, and perhaps for this reason require the viewer to
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take a more active role in determining just what the pictures are
about. The distinction is interesting to me, having entered the
MFA photography program with the goal of becoming a fashion
photographer like my early idols Helmut Newton and Art Kane, but
finding that my real artistic interest lay elsewhere.
From the beginning, I was interested in pictures which
went beyond a simple photographic record of events pictures
which provoked associations, invited allusions, pictures which
might contain hidden meanings. These images, it seemed to me,
offer an alternative vision of the world, a point of view which is
neither the familiar one of daily existence nor the mass-marketed
fantasy of advertising, although it contains elements of both.
This potential vision requires the viewer to participate, using
his or her imagination, in the construction of an alternative,
but possible, reality. The inherently surrealistic quality of
photographs is that they can make a faithful record of physical
objects, in minute detail, and then remove them completely from
their familiar environment and place them in a context which is
wholly alien. I think that this is one sense in which we most
accurately use the phrase "to take a
picture,"
and it is one
reason why photography was the chosen medium for this project.
III. PROCEDURE
If it appears in the preceding section that I had a clear
idea of my intentions when I began this work, then I have misled
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the reader. Looking back at events in the past, the luxury of
hindsight allows me to attribute specific motivations to things
I did; in fact, as I proceeded with the work which led to this
thesis, I often had no definite idea of the direction in which
I was going. Most of my first year at RIT was spent struggling
to learn the basic techniques of photography (which was like
learning to tie a tie) , while at the same time trying to come
to grips with creating art (like learning to write poetry or
make love.) Eventually, several things happened which led me
to propose this thesis as the starting point for my explorations
into mythography.
The first came as a result of looking at many pictures and
having to think about their significance. In one class project,
we were asked to review our Dhotoaraphic work, from first prints
to current portfolio, and present a personal photographic
retrospective. This entailed searching through many
years'
worth
of prints and slides, and discovering what I liked and did not
like in my own work. At the same time, other classes asked me
to develop a sense of photographic aesthetics, presenting my
work for critique, and critiquing the work of others. Additionally,
the thesis research seminar focused my attention on the goal of
preparing a unified body of work (the thesis), which (I hoped)
would reflect a singular vision.
The second was a growing interest in the possibility of
a photographic narrative. Since I had always been extremely
interested in writing, I began to experiment with combining
photographs and words in order to tell stories. I produced
-6-
several photo-story books, some of which were successful and some,
failures. The interaction of text and image proved an extremely
powerful tool for the expression of ideas. However, I found
that words sometimes overwhelmed the ambiguities of a photograph,
making it more concrete than I wanted it to be. This, in turn,
led me to experiment with the combination of pictures both
inside and outside of a single frame which, I hoped, could
express my thoughts and feelings without making them too
unambiguous .
Catalyst to this process of discovery was my growing
familiarity with the techniques of non-silver printmaking,
particularly the Kwik-Print process. Using this process, I found
I could alter and manipulate the photographic image at will. I
could change the size and color of objects, place them in different
contexts, and combine them with other images and backgrounds.
In fact, I found that I could construct images in much the same
way a painter does, putting elements of different scenes or
objects together on the same canvas except that these were
photographs! Finally, I felt I had the freedom to make the kind
of images I wanted to, without the need for total previsualization,
and with the ability to alter and revise pictorial elements in
such a way that I could achieve the kind of effects I wanted
in a photograph.
IV. MYTHOGRAPHY
The realization of these ideas and abilities, and my research
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into arcehtypal imagery and mythology led me to write the thesis
proposal which follows this report. At that point, I had already
produced a few of the images that were included in the show: these
were among the "Science" series. I had originally conceived
of these prints as "advertisements for science" which would
illustrate or promote some basic scientific principles in poster
like form. In sketches and a small version of two prints
(the energy diptych) I had written equations and explanations
around the edges of the print. However, as I began making the final
prints, I realized that something else was happening.
The two prints which make up the Energy diptych (see
illustrations 1 and 2) are Energy, Potential and Energy,
Kinetic. They illustrate the two states of energy, opposite
and complementary. The figure in Energy ,Potential stands poised
and ready to release his energy against a highly-charged blue
background, while in Energy, Kinetic the blurred figure in motion
and the red background indicate that we are looking at energy
being released.
When I performed these
"experiments" in front of the
camera (which consisted of dropping objects to the ground) , I
wore a feathered mask and a loincloth of leaves. I felt as if
I were performing an action with some significance, an action
which had been repeated thousands of times before. Many students
who have gone through education in the basic sciences remember
the stories of Newton's Apple, and of Galileo dropping lead balls
from the leaning Tower of Pisa; some may have even performed
these experiments. In capturing these scenes with the camera
-8-
I felt as though I was performing a ritual which was ancient and,
at the same time, present. It occurred to me that this was part
of what might be called a modern myth the myth of science.
Science, in this sense, can truly qualify as a myth as I
have defined it: a shared belief which expresses a truth about
our existence. The caveman-like figure who performs the
experiment is only the character like Newton, or Einstein,
or Hermes, for that matter who serves to personify the myth.
The same figure shows up in the print titled
"Gravity" (illustration
3) . Here, he is shown dropping a feather and a pumpkin at the
same time, while he balances with an umbrella, as if on a tightrope;
meanwhile, his modern-day counterpart is seen upside-down, defying
gravity without a care. The final print in the series,
"Electricity"
(illustration 4) shows a figure flying through space at the speed
of light, while meters in the background record the flow of
energy- Like the cross-hatchings of "Energy", the film's
sprocket-holes are shown in "Electricity" to add to the sense
photographic
"reality"
, contrasting the fantastic nature of the
scene with the physicality of 35mm film.
In terms of mythography, there are two more points to be
made regarding the science series. It is interesting to note
how our attitude toward science has changed over the past 20
years, from a blind reliance and almost worshipful trust in using
technology to solve our problems, to a deep-rooted suspicion
that something may be fundamentally wrong with our systems of
technological development. This is increasingly apparent in this
year, which saw both the Challenger disaster and the Chernobyl
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accident. Yet, the figures of individual scientists are still
respected and even glorified. For example, one of the reasons
Philip Glass and Robert Wilson's Einstein on the Beach opera
works so well is that almost everyone already knows something
about Einstein before coming to see the show, which relieves
the work of the burden of having to explain just who this man
is. In fact, as Glass has stated, the more you already know
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about Einstein, the better it is for the piece.
Secondly, as one thesis board member has pointed out, there
is a strong parallel between the image of the scientist and the
photographer in modern thinking- Among all artists, the
photographer is the one who is seen by popular conception to be
the most closely related to the scientist, making his images
by a strange conjunction of light and chemistry in a darkened lab.
In another sense, the scientist making his discoveries and the
photographer taking his pictures are "modern-day counterparts" of
the powerful myth of the Creator creating, in a Twentieth-century
context. It is interesting to note that one of Philip Glass' more
successful works after Einstein is The Photographer , which is
about the early work of Eadweard Muybridge.
After I had completed these first few images, the idea of
creating a body of work dealing with the subject of myth took off.
As I began studying other bodies of work with mythical subjects
or backgrounds, I found that several elements were almost
always present: a mythos contains a number of repeated elements
(people, places, or things) , which may appear with slight variations
in many different stories of artworks; its characters may tell a
story, perform a significant action, or embody a certain quality;
-10-
and finally, explanations about its origin and meaning are often
not forthcoming.
However, soon after I set out with this goal in mind,
I began to encounter difficulties. I was trying to use myths
as the focal point of the work without simply illustrating
some episodes of the stories I had read. When people asked me
"what is the myth in this , " it became tempting to try and
explain my work in terms of some already-established mythos ,
whether well-known or obscure. Yet, I wanted my work to be
mythical without being derivitive, to create a mythos that was at
once personal and cultural, and to have the viewer grasp the
basic intention of the work without my having to explain the
significance of every element of the picture.
Members of my thesis board were helpful in pointing me in
the right direction; they urged me to "loosen up" in my
interpretation of myth, and gave me the confidence to pursue the
work I had begun. I realized that many people interpret myths
differently than I do. Some who would see the show would not
read the thesis proposal, and would have different beliefs about
the myths' and the work's significance. This I simply had to
accept as a given, and I hoped that the work would convey enough
of my intentions to make it meaningful to the viewer. I also
realized that if I wanted viewers to participate in the work, in
some way, I would have to give them credit for a good deal of
imagination, sensitivity, and intelligence, and hope that the
work would do the rest.
Gradually, I realized that although not everyone would
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interpret the pictures exactly as I had intended, the work
could still be understood and appreciated for other reasons.
As this happened, I stopped trying to identify every element
in the photographs as a mythic structure, and, as I loosened up,
my work seemed to take two parallel directions. One direction, a
way I had been going all along, is the same one I described in
the thesis proposal, but without the need to relate to a
particular mythic structure; these pictures contain some symbols,
characters, and narrative elements which could be used to create
a mythos. The book Matters of Proportion, for example,
(illustrations 5 and 6) tells how one man solved the problem of
a meaningless life, while the Summer Pleasures series
(illustrations 7, 8, and 9) illustrates some of the joys and
terrors of seaside amusement parks. The latter series, for
example, moves from a humorous scene depicting an advertising
plane crashing behind a carefree beachgoer, to a more surreal view
of some common features of amusement parks with which almost
everyone is familiar, to a highly personal and (to me) somewhat
terrifying view of a childhood fantasy becoming a nightmare in
reality, or in remembered childhood.
The other branch of my work is primarily exemplified by
the works on paper, the Nude and Garden series (illustrations
10, 11, and 12) . Here, I am not so much concerned with telling
a story, and hence the photographs are somewhat more static.
Instead, they attempt to create a feeling or a mood, and to set
the stage for other potential actions. The gardens, in spring,
are somber and expectant, and yet, nothing actually happens.
The nude fiaure in the Mythography poster stands poised against
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the sky, but does not move. Likewise, standing before the lake,
her body becomes at once a.part of the landscape and a symbol of
what she may be; but the symbol is open-ended, and available for
interpretation in a number of different ways. Here, and in the
poster, she serves as a kind of signpost, drawing the viewer
into the rest of the show. Nearly all of the figures in the
photographs are of the same two models (the male, of course,
myself), adding an element of continuity to the mythos, as well
as documenting a personal involvement in creating the pictures
and the myths .
V. PROCESS
Most of the time involved in putting together
this thesis was not spent shooting the pictures; nor was it
spent planning shots and locations, or researching mythology,
although all of these required some effort. Instead, it was in
the planning and execution of the prints that I spent the vast
majority of time and effort. In addition to making new images,
I spent a great many hours re-examining boxes and boxes of old
negatives and slides, trying to imagine how they might fit
together, and fit in with what I was trying to do . I felt like
an anthropologist, trying to discover some thread that could
tie together different aspects of a diverse and puzzling culture,
In the end, I could only rely upon my instincts to tell me
which pictures might or might not work together, while I gained
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experience from some successes and failures along the way.
Additionally, the printing of each image was very time-
consuming. I have until now avoided discussing the techniques
I used in making these images: This is beacuse I feel that
technique should be subordinate to the content of the image and
its intended effect on the viewer. However, as I mentioned,
gaining control of the Kwik-Print process allowed me to combine
and alter images to achieve the effects I wanted. Readers
unfamiliar with the process are referred to Bea Nettles '
Breaking the Rules (Rochester, N.Y. ; Inky Press, c. 1977). Most
of the prints in the show resulted from the combination of
anywhere from two to six original negatives or slides, which in
turn required from six to twenty litho film separation negatives
and positives for printing. Since each color in the finished
Kwik-Print results from the combination of separate layers of
light-sensitive pigment applied and developed on the sheet, shades
of. color can only be produced by coating the sheet with many
layers of pigment. I found that the process could produce a
beautiful palette of colors when the sheets received from six
to thirty (or more) coats of pigment.
The techniques of color separation and masking were also
used extensively in making the prints. In order to isolate a
figure from the background, it is usually necessary to cut an
opaque mask corresponding to the figure. I generally made one
master mask per original slide or negative, and registered this
with the litho film for each exposure onto the Kwik-Print sheet.
When working with color slides, the masking procedure became a
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quite complicated and tedious process, so I began to experiment
with using color separation negatives for printing. These were
made in the darkroom or in camera, either by exposing a 35mm
color slide onto plus-X pan film through each of the three
additive primary filters, or making three separate camera
exposures onto black-and-white film through the filters. The
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book Options for Color Separation and my conversations with
Philip Zimmerman, its author and a lecturer at the Visual Studies
Workshop, were helpful in resolving some of the technical problems
I encountered. I found that color separations were just as
difficult to make as masks , but that they gave a pleasing
effect of blended colors that masking alone could not achieve.
I continued to use both techniques, separately and together,
to make prints .
Becoming intimately involved in the process of printmaking
has its rewards: it allowed me a degree of control over the
appearence of the print I had never before experienced in
photography. Being able to intervene at each step in the
process meant that I could manipulate visual elements in the
photograph, changing colors, backgrounds, and even shapes to
create new and unexpected combinations . The many coats of
pigment and the hours required for each print also gave me time
to observe the image during its slow development, and to consider
what to-do~next. In fact, the problem often became not what
the next step was, but when to stop and say "it's
finished!"
As one thesis board member pointed out, I could keep on
coating the sheets until the image looked like "a bad
C-print,"
but this was not my intention. I found the Kwik-Print process
-15-
inherently beautiful, and as I approached the end of my thesis
work, I made more and more prints on paper, which could take
only a few coats of pigment, but resulted in beautiful colors and
textures in the print. I used many different types of paper,
including Rives BFK, Arches watercolor, and Hosho Rice Paper,
all of which were sized with dilute acrylic medium, which
provides a tooth to hold the pigment and stiffen the paper.
VI. EXHIBITION
As the work of printing was nearing completion, I began
planning for my thesis exhibition. I learned the technique of
photo screen printing, and designed and printed a poster to
announce the exhibit. Due to the cancellation of another show
with which I was to have shared the gallery, I had the use of
the entire gallery space. I considered several modes of
presentation, including some with rather elaborate scenery
and sound effects, but in the end I decided to opt for a rather
straightforward presentation. The exhibit, I felt, was really
about the individual pictures , and was not intended as an
installation piece (although this might be interesting in the
future) . I grouped the work more or less according to its
subject matter, visual appearence, and the feeling I got from
each of the prints, and I then proceeded to hang the pictures.
Entering the gallery, one first sees an angled wall
which divides the space into roughly two equal halves (illustration
16) . On the front of this wall were the series of twelve nudes
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on paper, arranged in a matrix of three rows and four columns,
with a thirteenth hanging on the facing wall (illustration 13) .
This piece was at once an exploration of the effects of various
colors on the form and feeling of the nude, and a celebration of
the materials and the process. Filling the entranceway with
color, it was intended to give the viewer a sense of scale,
and to draw him into the rest of the space. It also called
attention to the subtle changes which can give one print an
entirely different feeling from another of the same subject.
Most of the Narrative/Action oriented pieces (described
as the first branch of my work) were hung on the left side as
one entered the gallery. This work consisted of the Summer
Pleasures series and the Science series, and a few other prints
on vinyl (illustration 14). These prints were matted, framed,
and hung conventionally- The book Matters of Proportion was
also placed on this side of the gallery, on a white podium, and
the feathered mask which appeared in the book as well as several
of the kwik-prints, was hung above it. I felt that the mask
was a kind of totem, a powerful object which had as much a place
in the show as did the prints.
On the other side of the gallery, I hung the prints which
I have described as the non-narrative branch. These included
the Garden series (illustration 15) , and most of the works on
paper. I did not matte or frame these works; instead, I placed
them under glass (except for the gardens, which were too big)
as they were, letting their edges show. The edges of these prints
reveal much of the process that went into making them streaked
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with different colors, registration marks and film markings,
they served as a concrete record of the steps involved in creating
them. They also revealed some of the qualities inherent in
the paper which I found most pleasing.
On the whole, I wanted to achieve in the gallery a sense
of quiet space where one could enter a calm environment,
separated from the bustling corridors, and stay as long as one
liked, sitting on the bench or looking at the pictures. During
the two weeks the show was up, I saw many people lingering there.
Some told me that they had read the book, and had returned
several times to the gallery; some even signed the guest book
more than once. The only tragic event to result from the
exhibition was the vandalism of Matters of Proportion. Since
the book was in an area not monitored by the television camera,
it was chosen for the target of someone's attack. The day
before the show closed, I entered the gallery to find that several
pages of the book had been torn in half, although not completely.
It was definitely a deliberate action, although why this object
was chosen I do not understand. I removed it from the show, and
never found out who was responsible.
The thesis sharing was held in the gallery during the first
week of the exhibit. It went on for some two hours, and proved
to be a fruitful discusssion. After I gave a brief summary of my
purpose and intention in the thesis work, the group raised
several concerns. One participant pointed out that there were
no male nudes, and that some of the female forms were truncated.
She wondered whether that indicated a negative attitude toward
-18-
women. I agreed that there were fewer males than females, but
argued that photographing the male nude was not my intention.
On the contrary, I sensed a kind of elegiac tone in the
photographs of female nudes , and this was something I wanted to
bring across to the viewer.
Another member of the group commented that while myth
was certainly a valid topic for this exhibition, it might prove
limiting in the future. He suggested that it might become an
element which would not need to be stated as such in futute
work, although it could still be present. I tended to agree
with his observation. On the whole, I concentrated on the
mythographic side of this work, although I was aware that it was
far from the only concern of these photographs. The issues of
form, color, and texture, the importance of the process and the
presence of archetypal and/or symbolic elements are all bound up
within this work, and any one could be a valid area for discussion
and future exploration. However, when I began the work, I was
most interested in what it conveyed to the viewer as a whole,
not only on a strictly formal or symbolic
level. I wanted to
use the process in such a way that the process would be taken
(almost) for granted.
Of course, it was not, and I spent some time answering
questions about how particular techniques affected the appearence
of the prints. I do not feel any need to keep anything a secret,
since nothing can be kept secret long anyway, and no process
in
itself will ever guarantee a good photograph. The
most important
-19-
thing for me, which I tried to express, was to learn to work
within the restrictions of the process, while taking advantage of
what it had to offer, in order to make the kinds of photographs
I wanted to make.
VII. CONCLUSION/NEW DIRECTIONS
It has now been over two years since the writing of the
thesis proposal, and longer since the first tentative steps
were taken in this direction. I have looked at the work I did
for the thesis many times since its exhibition in March of 1985;
I have shown it to many people, and have received a great number
of comments, criticism and opinions about the pictures. All
of these have been instrumental to the process by which I
interpret and re-interpret the purpose and "meaning" of the work.
Some fundamental ideas have remained unchanged: that the visual
language of myth serves as a common ground for self-identification
and interaction among members of various social groups; that
science (like photography), as it develops, calls into question
the basic assumptions we have used to build its theories upon;
and, that the photographs in Mythography, like those found in
advertising,
"ask" to be interpreted in certain ways, with
specific goals (interpretations) intended by their creators.
In mythological terms, one can call to mind numerous
examples of visual imagery which serve to identify members of
diverse cultural (or sub-cultural) groups. In the medium of
television, for example, there are groups of people who can
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identify themselves as having seen every Star Trek episode,
or I Love Lucy in its original run. Likewise, the figures of
Marilyn Monroe, James Dean, and many others can be considered
modern mythological heroes. Many artists and writers, such as
Andy Warhol and Norman Mailer have dealt with these figures; taken
together with images from magazines, television, films, etc., and
along with images of the Kennedys, Einstein, Picasso, and the
earth from space, these can be said to constitute the modern
mythos .
Indeed, it is interesting to notice how many times the
likenesses of these mythological figures appear today in
advertisements. Skillful ad-people are already appropriating
figures from the not-too-distant past and using them to identify
a particular group of people with their product. Yet, while
the process of interpretation for these advertisements and
Mythography works in a similar way, its intentions are different.
The pragmatic goal of advertising is identification with the
product, while the expressive goal of these pictures is that they
be understood by the viewer as the product of remembered (or
imagined) experienced, and as such, art. Like the ads,
Mythography offers observers an alternative way of seeing the
world, a "possible
truth"
which is available if one chooses
to accept it.
At the root of Mythography lies the question of our
interpretation of photography itself. The photograph seems to
be an accurate rendering of a particular moment, in both
environment (space) and, especially, in time; yet, as I have
-21-
mentioned, it has inherently surrealsitic qualities, in that it
is a faithful record of an object which can then be removed from
its familiar envirenment (context) , and placed in a completely
alien space. Photography has often been used by science to
capture details which are not visible to the unaided eye; however,
the way we view a particular photograph, even a scientific one,
depends upon the context within which it is placed. A high-
magnification photograph of a crystal or a human monstrosity
will engender a completely different reaction depending on
whether it is placed in a textbook on physical chemistry or
teratology, or in an art gallery (as both have) . In either
case, context plays a decidingly crucial role in the way we
look at and interpret photographs.
Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Mythography is the
way in which the work is viewed. Although the images are
derived from photographs, they are altered in ways which are (to
the viewer) apparrently non-photographic. This causes some
confusion when the observer tries to identify the medium of the
pictures: are these paintings, screen prints, lithographs, or
just hand-colored photographs? The difficulty in placing the
images within a certain context, genre, or tradition (what
6
Roland Barthes calls the Studium of the pictures) creates a
certain amount of tension. Although the details are photo
realistic, the register markings and edge streaks on the prints
reveal some of the process that went into making them.
This confusion also heightens the viewer's interest,
drawing him into the images. The photographic aspects ask to
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be taken as a truthful recording of events and, for the most
part, they are. It is the events themselves, or our interpretation
of them, which may or may not be real. Unlike the "straight"
photograph, the image alterations possible with the kwik-print
process allow scenes to be created which never could have occurred
naturally. Yet, the prints remain photographs, not paintings,
due to their realistic detail and look. Barthes finds photography's
strongest links to other arts not within the traditions of
painting or sculpture, but rather the theatre:
7
Photography is a kind of primitive theatre,
a kind of Tableaux Vivant, a figuration of
the motionless and made-up face beneath
which we see the dead.
For several of the pictures, this statement is quite literally
true. In others, the stage is set for actions which may or
may not occur. Some of these themes seem familiar enough, and
many of the characters appear again and again, in different
situations. The gestural quality of the figures is important
not only in the
"Tableaus"
such as the Science series (illustra
tions 1-4) , which derive their theatrical nature from the
performance of ritual, the re-enactment of myth, but also in
the nudes (illustrations 11 & 12) , where the positioning of
the body creates its own gesture. However, the photographs
are not simply documents of a performance either, since they
have been radically altered in processing, and bear only a
superficial relationship to the original scene. It is my hope
that they will be seen as products of imagination, or perhaps
remembered reality, and that they will leave the viewer with
the feeling of having participated in the process of re-creating
myth.
-23-
In the year-and-a-half since the thesis exhibition, I
have been variously employed as an editor, writer, photo
grapher, and art director. While I have not had as much
time to put into my work as I did while still in school,
neither have I given up on it. Recently, I have been
turning toward projects which involve more than one person.
I have been involved in the writing and editing of a
screenplay, and in the early production stages of two
films. I have also participated in the design and production
of several printed pieces, some of which are currently stocked
by the Art Metropole Gallery in Toronto, Ontario.
While the subject of myth has not been explicitly
stated in the titles of any of the pieces, it is still very
much a concern. For example, one of the posters depicts a
kind of role-reversal of the familiar Oedipus myth, while the
screenplay concerns whether an individual
'
s belief in the myth
of the vampire can make it any more or less true.
I have found it very rewarding to participate in groups
of people working with a goal in mind which is larger than
any individual could accomplish on his own. The interchange
of ideas is also very stimulating, and this is a direction I
intend to keep going in. Additionally, I would like to
develop my skills in some other areas of photography, to keep
from becoming too dependent on any one process. I feel I can
always return to the Kwik-print process when I have the time
and the facilities: and, in fact, I am sure that I will.
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Take a photograph of a reflection in a mirror and think
of that piece of film, .which will in turn reflect an im
age to the curving surfaces of the eye and the folding
surfaces of the brain. Study the events of history as
Thucydides did, and the work itself becomes an event of
history. Study mythology, and the work itself becomes a
a piece of mythology, a story in which the old gods wear
new clothes but live as they did before the fashions be
came tight and constricting to their ancient, natural
movements.
The scientist tries to examine the "real" nature of the
photograph; he tries to get away from the psychological
configuration, the meaning of the image, to move down to
some other, more basic level of patterns of alternating
dots of light and dark, a world of elementary particles.
And yet what does he find there but another mental con
figuration, another arrangement of psychological meaning.
If he persists in this direction long enough,, the mytho
logical dimensions of science will become apparent in
his work, as they would have if he had asked himself
questions about the meaning of sunlight rather than
questions about the behavior of photons .
Science wrought to its uttermost becomes myth. History
wrought to its uttermost becomes myth. But what is myth
that it returns to mind when we would most escape it?
- from the prologue to The Time Falling Bodies Take
to Light , by William Irwin Thompson.
And at the solemn festival suppers, ordained for the
honor of the Gods , they forget not to serve up certain
dishes of young whelp's flesh.
- Pliny, Historia Natural is . xxix, 4.
Statement of Purpose
I will attempt to make photographs which express the
mythic elements, both ancient/historic and modern, which per
meate and characterize our society. In re-presenting myth to
the viewer, I hope to enter into the process by which myth
itself is created.
Background and Scope
The concept of myth is one which, though familiar to most
everyone, will need some examination regarding its place in the
context of our
"advanced"
society. It is clear that myth functions
on several levels in human consciousness and activity. In this
context, a myth is not only a popular misconception which can be
explained away by science (like the stork who delivers babies),
nor the popularization of a cultural hero or legend (like George
Washington and the cherry tree), nor simply the outmoded religion
of a more primitive time, although all of these examples do have
mythological elements or functions. I shall consider that, broadly
speaking, myth functions to give a form
and structure to life on
more than a merely surface level. As Joseph Campbell has noted,
"the first requirement of any society is that its adult member
ship should realize and
represent the fact that it is they who
constitute its life and
being."1 Myths serve at this level to
bind together cultural groups, to define the social, economic,
and sexual relationships of the individual, to establish a greater
order upon the patterns of life. Within an individual's psyche,
myth also serves to inform events, ideas, or feelings of a
greater or more profound significance .by appealing, at some level,
to a common bond or shared experience.
By and large, we still respond to stimuli from the outer
world of perceived reality as well as the inner world of the
psyche in terms of symbols. As individuals in society, we have
become so accustomed to using certain conventional means of
structuring information to convey meaning that we are no longer
aware of the arbitrary and artificial systems they impose on our
way of thinking. Language, as a system of conventionalized
symbols, serves as a means of accurately conveying messages be
tween people. Yet, as anyone who has attempted to translate a
message from one language to another knows, the set of concepts
or
"meanings" available in one language may scarcely be found in
another. In 1984 (!), George Orwell observed the tyrannical
power of language, postulating a
"Newspeak"
wherein concepts
unfavorable to the authorities of state would become literally
inexpressable, unthinkable. Roland Barthes has referred to
language as a "fascistic
instrument" in that its order is imposed
on us by accident of birth, that it is an instrument used for
power and control, and that its set of classifications, logic,
and syntax are
inescapable.2
Yet, the choice of the word
"fascist"
itself underlines a paradoxical quality of
language: if we look
beyond the contemporary meaning of the word, referring
to a
totalitarian political system, we find that its root is the Latin
fascist referring to that which binds together,
for bands put
around sheaves of wheat at the harvest.
Language binds together structurally, increasing order.
It also defines a set of conditions, ancient and arbitrary, on
our way of thinking and expressing ideas, conditions inescapable
if we attempt to analyze them in the same language. This is why
the visual medium of photography is so appealing in the attempt
to re-present myth. The photograph was once believed to bear
such a strong resemblance to reality that people were led into
the misconception that it was "true." The word "stereotype" is
illustrative of the mythogenetic power of photography! as a
technical innovation in the late 19th century, it heightened the
perceived reality of a photograph by creating the illusion of a
third dimension, much like holograms are doing today. Yet, to
most people today, the word signifies the generalized portrait
of a cultural group, usually inaccurate and often slanderous: in
short, a modern myth.
At the edges of our language, the surreal borders on the
super-real. At the edges of history, myth enters to provide
explanations which structure our way of perceiving and inter
preting experiences. Myths have always informed art, as art
en-forms (embodies) myth. The myths of legend (eg. ccsmogenesis)
can be viewed as a translation of experiences from other dimen-
sions into the imagery of this world. Myths have told the story
of our past, present, and future, not in terms of the diachronic
time of the ego, but in the synchronic time of the soul.
An attempt to explain the truth of falsity of myth in terms
of a greater unifying structure will le^-d, as Claude Levi-Strauss
has. observed, to a retelling of the mythic story. Thus, "not
only Sophocles but also Freud should be included among the
4recorded versions of the Oedipus myth, on a par with older and
seemingly more 'authentic' versions."^ Yet, in an age when
myths have been popularly "exploded* "by advancing science,
we find artists of every sort working in the mythopoeic mode.
From the formalistic Ficciones of Jorge Luis 3orges to the multi=
media performance pieces of Laurie Anderson, the novels of Doris
Lessing, the poetry of Robert Bly, we see artists who are not
simply documenting or describing the real world, but creating a
new one. As William I. Thompson has noted, when the rational
scientist has "taken away the authority from the mystic and
tribal bard, the -rtist has returned to create new forms of ex
pression, to re-sacralize , reenchant, remythologize .
" It is
with this intent that I approach the work which will comprise my
thesis. At a certain point (call it intuitive leap, rapture, etc.)
the artist can become the mythmaker as the novelist becomes his
torian, the composer creator, the poet soothsayer. At the gene
rative level, they are ^11 one.
Procedure
The images which form the body of this thesis will evolve
from a commitment to explore the meaning of myth in the con
temporary context and to express it
photographically. As a
first step in the process, I will research
the origins of myth
and the psychological dimensions of the
mythic image. Next, I
will attempt to integrate mythic elements
into the images through
the use of icons, symbols, archetypal images, and
situations sug
gesting the performance of
ritual and the reenactment of mythic
stories. The narrative element will become an important con
cern, as a sense
of the story of myths is unfolded. ..s the body
of work develops, I hope to become involved in the process of
creating a mythos, in which repeated visual elements will enable
the viewer to enter into a deeper understanding of its signi
ficance.
This thesis is not intended as -.n intellectual exercise,
but as a visual exploration and expression of myth, ^s such,
the sensuous qualities of the photographs themselves are a prime
consideration. To see a photograph seeming to represent reality,
wlv le at the same time embodying myth, is a jarring experience;
when the syntactical aspects of the medium cf photography itself
are explored, pushed to their limits by the combination of images,
juxtaposition of elements within the frame and without, and
unconventional or arbitrary use of perspective, depth, and color,
the effect becomes doubly disorienting, the potential for new and
unexpected associations to ^rise is increased. The alternative
medium of kwik-print seems ideally suited for the amount of control
it can give over these aspects. I will continue to experiment
with this and other printmaking media, and explore the techniques
of color separation, masking, and image assembly to produce the
desired effects. Process -.s a whole should be subordinate to
the requirements of the image to convey its intention; therefore,
I would not wish to exclude even the
"straight"
approach.
As examples of artists who share some of the concerns of
my work, I shall be examining the
photographs and installations
of Laurie Anderson, Ralph Gibson, Helmut Newton, and Christian
Vost, among others. I will also research the paintings of Dali and
Breughel, and the constructions of Max Ernst. The thesis
show is
projected for the Fall of 1984, and should contain enough images
of sufficient size to convey my intention to the
viewer.
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